This is a book that is not like other scholarly books, and it is more important than most. As you can see from the bibliographical title-line above, it is not only a translation from Hebrew, but also a text that required an editor. My suspicion is that the manuscript was two or three, or more, times longer than the text we now have. It is a book that is not like other scholarly books because, rather than claim objectivity and disinterestedness, it begins with an account of personal experience during the Gulf War of 1991 when Israel was subjected to sustained Iranian missile attacks. It concludes with a discussion of how Jews in Israel and in the Diaspora still remember and talk about their experiences during the Shoah when Jews, Judaism and Jewishness were close to annihilation. It is from this perspective that the author looks at Jewish history but also at Christian martyrology and pagan Judeophobia. Simha Goldin feels Jewish history as a Jew.
In a way, most of the chapters are repetitious and confusing, while, at the same time, the argument is intriguing and searching. Goldin is trying to do many things, if not all at once, then in a process of interweaving and overlapping. The book seeks to explain Jewish martyrdom, Kiddush ha-Shem, by placing it in a number of contexts: the pagan and Christian traditions of the ancient and medieval worlds; the developing and shifting circumstances of Jewish life in different parts of Europe and the Mediterranean littoral; the emergent modern world; and contemporary events in Israel. It is for this reason that the same statement must be repeated in each new context, then modified, then extrapolated, and then evaluated.
Under the crisis of overwhelming persecution during the First and Second Crusades, the Jews of Ashkenaz, especially in the Rhineland cities, created new ways of confronting their oppressors and murderers. They constructed a sense of sanctifying the Holy Name through acts of collective suicide, with whole communities, families, and individuals performing these roles in public. But as Goldin shows, it was not so much the performance of these martyrdoms that distinguished Jewish men and women from their Christian or -as the contexts widen ever further -Islamic counterparts; as the way in which these deeds were memorialized, codified in chronicles, liturgical hymns, and other poetry. These new concepts of sanctification became internalized habits of feeling, thought, conduct and theological ideal.
And yet, two other things need to be taken into consideration. First, that previous and subsequent waves of persecution did not necessitate similar acts of self-murder, where mothers killed children, husbands slew their wives, and the surviving killer committed suicide. In other times and other places, Jews did not feel compelled to do such things; sometimes they accepted execution by persecuting authorities, if running away or bribery failed; sometimes they engaged in preventative deceptions, such as conversion or temporising. It depended on the nature and intensity of the threats.
Second, and most important of all, significant because here Goldin comes very close to what I have written about extensively as the process of midrashing, the Jewish response to efforts to make Judaism and/or Jews disappear through conversion, expulsion or genocide were continuous with the way in which they were taught to imagine their place in the world. That is, as a world of history, of Talmudic analysis and discussion, and of covenantal relationship with God and the Law.
Therefore, for all its other merits in historiography -describing, analysing, and comparing medieval texts and their generic relationship to Christian events and accounts -what is most valuable in this book centres on chapter
